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Abstract 
This study considers how an assessment system combining teacher’s, peer- and self-assessment contribute to developing graduate 
students’ essay writing skills. The assessment procedure consisted of such steps as:  peer-evaluation of essay’s paragraphs and 
draft essays; self-evaluation and editing; teacher’s assessment. The students also worked with self-editing logs to create a 
checklist of errors that had been noted in feedback from the teacher or peers. The findings suggest that the iteration process of the 
assessment system improved my graduate students’ essay writing skills, which was seen when comparing the essays written 
before intervention with essays produced during intervention period. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
My research interest in the problems involved with teaching English for Academic Purposes (EAP) writing at 
tertiary educational institutions worldwide is explained by the fact that English is becoming a lingua franca of 
academic research, which leads to results becoming internationally recognized mainly through publications in 
English. Moreover, developed writing skills are the key elements of professional qualifications of a university 
teacher (Hyland, 2011).  
Since the outset of globalization processes many research studies have examined how to improve second 
language writing instructions (Hyland and Hyland, 2006; Hyland, 2011; O’Brien, 2004; Edwards, 2013). Developed 
writing skills are in great demand among university researchers and scientific institutions of various kinds because 
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writing helps students not only consolidate subject specialism knowledge, but also becomes the way to talk about 
this knowledge (Hyland, 2011). 
However, the process of developing writing skills, particularly those for composing essays, leaves much to be 
desired both by teachers and students, not to mention university administration, who understands that almost all 
university rating lists include qualitative and quantitative indices of publications written in English. This problem 
can be explained not only by teachers’ insufficient knowledge of essay writing discourse forms, who mainly focus 
on teaching writing as a means rather that writing as an end (Ur, 1996), but also by inefficient system of written 
assignments feedback (Wei, 2010). 
That is why my focus in this paper is on an action research project investigating the possibilities of an assessment 
system in teaching graduate students how to write essays. 
1.1. Literature review 
Many recent EAP research publications emphasize that assessment plays an important role in developing not only 
language skills but also self-study and self-development skills (Coombe, 2010; Fahim and Jalili, 2013; Qu and Yang, 
2010; Reynolds, 2010; Wei, 2010). 
While many EFL educators interpret this concept in different ways, assessment is a process that “...integrates 
multiple sources of evidence, whether test-based or not, to support an interpretation, decision, or action” (Moss et al., 
as cited in Burns & Richard, 2009, p.78).  related to student progress and performance. 
According to Linn and Gronlund (2000), assessment is functionally categorized into four types:  
• placement assessment to determine students performance at the beginning of a new course; 
•  formative assessment to monitor students’ progress while on a course,  
• diagnostic assessment to determine problems persistently occurring in the process of learning in order to 
efficiently solve them; 
• summative assessment to define if the goals set at the beginning of the course have been achieved (p.41-42). 
Although all kinds of assessment are important at different stages of a language course, in the process of teaching 
writing for academic purposes researchers emphasize the importance of the formative one for a number of reasons. 
For example, Wei (2010) favors formative assessment as a range of formal and informal procedures aimed at 
developing both writing skills and students’ potential as learners. In Wei’s  (2010) opinion, formative assessment 
may have different forms, such as teacher, peer, self-assessment or a combination of them, and uses various 
techniques like classroom observation, portfolios, questionnaires, interviews, etc. (p.838). She presents some 
characteristics that are key to understanding formative assessment: 
 
It not only assesses cognitive process but is concerned about learner 
feelings, behaviors, interests and attitudes… It is process-focused and  
for developmental purpose, not for comparison or selection… It pays  
more attention to the change in individual learners and respects learner  
differences and gives full play to learner potential (Wei, 2010, p. 838). 
 
In my view, Wei is right in saying that formative assessment is focusing on learners, which agrees with what 
Fahim and Jalili (2013) say about non-test assessment options, namely, portfolio assessment.  Fahim and Jalili’s 
(2013) ideas about standardized testing failing to provide opportunities for the students “to revise, edit, ask for help, 
and … be able to evaluate what they have learned about learning” (p.496) seem to be extremely useful because, 
more often than not, in every day practice of teaching writing some teachers tend to give grades for students written 
assignments without paying attention to how much effort each student made to do the task, and what lessons they 
can learn from the grades received.  As an alternative to traditional course grades or percentile grades, Fahim & Jalili 
(2013) use portfolio assessment, which, in their view, helps learners “become more active in and responsible for 
their learning and develop the sense of ownership” (p.496). And this corresponds to Obdalova’s (2014) article saying 
that students learn better when they learn consciously (p.64).     
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 In line with the idea of making assessment an instrument for learners’ development, Edwards’ (2013) action 
research report suggests strong links between explicit formative assessment rubrics for written assignments and 
students’ progress and motivation. Although at first, after the assessment rubrics had been introduced as a score 
sheets and the teacher instructed how to use them, a majority of her students got lower marks, but very soon they got 
used to working with that form of assessment and started feeling “more confident in their writing” as well as “in 
developing study techniques” through monitoring their goals and progress (p.29). 
Besides portfolios and assessment rubrics, Reynolds (2010) considers other formative assessment options such as, 
“asking students at the end of each class to write one or two things learned that day as a means to assess the saliency 
of topics”, “students’ coding a recording of a class or writing conference for teacher actions” or “creating course 
specific evaluation forms that target actual course activities” (p.84). Though these options are not new, in my 
opinion, they might significantly contribute to students’ feeling of control over learning.  
In addition to possible formative assessment techniques, Coombe (2010) mentions student-teacher conferences as 
a means to learn about students’ writing habits, dialog journals and learning logs, as well as peer assessment, which 
“eases the marking burden on the teacher” (p.94). She emphasizes that peer assessment extends students’ learning 
opportunities through learning how to evaluate the works of their peers. And Coombe’s opinion coincides with the 
ideas expressed by Qu and Yang (2010), who write: 
 
Peer and self assessment is an important component of formative  
assessment which is often used to set the speed of learning for students to 
ensure that students to engage in a targeted learning task, to enhance the  
role of learning, to reveal where the problem lies (p.779). 
 
In sum, the literature reviewed here suggests that formative assessment of written assignments can take different 
forms, all of which serve the purpose not only to monitor students’ progress but also to actively involve them into 
learning process. In order to understand how formative assessment can change my teaching situation I decided to 
resort to an action research as a means “of deepening my personal theoretical ideas about teaching” (Burns, 2010, p. 
14). 
2. Methodology 
2.1. Teaching context 
The classroom setting for this action research was a class of graduate students taking an EAP course at 
Novosibirsk State Technical University (NSTU) in Russia. The group met once a week for four academic hours 
during two semesters. The total number of students was 14 with 11 female and 3 male students. The age of the 
students was from 22 to 30. The range of research disciplines included social philosophy, sociology, philology and 
psychology. 
The course followed the functional-notional syllabus designed on the basis of standard syllabus approved by the 
Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation for the graduate studies courses at Russian universities. 
It was modular in structure with three modules devoted to scientific information exchange and writing for academic 
purposes. The materials used for classroom activities were diversified, including the course book ‘Language Leader’ 
(level B2 - Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR): Cotton, Falvey and Kent, 2008), 
manuals written by the university teachers and on-line resources. 
The method of teaching was mostly communicative with some elements of grammar-translation when it came to 
reading and translating publications on the problems of students’ dissertations, which was a syllabus requirement. 
As for the classroom interaction, it included individual, pair and small group work.  Students were used to 
collaborating while fulfilling small project work. They could express their opinion evaluating the work done by other 
groups when presenting project work results, though the evaluation was not of a comprehensive character, expressed 
through saying ‘I like it’ or ‘It needs to be supplied with more information’, etc.  
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The writing assignments included writing letters, reports, abstracts, summaries and essays. The assessment of 
written assignments was mostly done by the teacher (that is me), though sometimes students one by one read out 
what they had written, listened and compared what they heard with their own texts. In such a way self-assessment 
took place with implicit peer-evaluation in accordance with tasks. 
However, I understood that this kind of assessment was insufficient because students did not learn much from my 
grading their papers and the not very informative peer-evaluation, which suggested no correction. They rarely did 
revision of feedback. That is why, in order to make assessment more efficient and effective in developing my 
students essay writing skills, I decided to introduce an assessment system combining different forms of formative 
assessment. 
2.2. Research Focus 
This action research was aimed at providing my students with such an assessment system that might give more 
informative feedback on written assignments and become the means of learning improvement (Black and Wiliam, 
1998). 
Thus, the study addressed the following research questions:  
1. How might an assessment system combining teacher, peer- and self-assessment contribute to developing my 
graduate students’ essay writing skills?  
2. Does this assessment system make my students feel more in control of their own learning? 
2.3. The teaching method 
The teaching method for writing essays by graduate students consisted of the following: before doing written 
assignments I would give students samples of weak and strong paragraphs to compare and analyze. I also set an 
example of paragraph evaluation, explaining that it might help in peer-evaluating essays. Then we would practice a 
peer-feedback paragraph writing technique using forms with sample comments at the bottom of the form. That 
technique applied to going through different sections was used to write full essays. When draft essays had been 
written, students would exchange them for peer-evaluation through filling in special forms. To assign pairs to peer-
evaluate I offered students to draw cards with numbers: those who had the same numbers worked together. Having 
received peer-assessed draft essays, students did revision and self-editing and gave second draft essays to me for 
assessment in accordance with the same form. Also, students were recommended to start self-editing logs to write 
down the items identified by me and peers which needed revision.  
To determine if there is improvement in students’ essay writing I analyzed their essays in comparison with those 
that had been written before intervention in terms of organization, cohesion and accuracy, and I checked self-editing 
logs to see students’ involvement into essays’ revising and editing. 
So, the assessment system consisted of four steps (see Figure 1): 1) peer-reviewing paragraphs while writing 
essays with further self-editing; 2) peer-reviewing draft essays by new peers with further self-editing; 3) teacher’s 
assessment of students’ final essays; 4) revision and self-editing after teacher’s  assessment. 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Steps in assessment system. 
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2.4. Data collection 
In order to investigate learners' perspectives on the written assignments’ assessment I worked in my own 
classroom setting, collecting data through a questionnaire, students’ peer-assessment forms, my class observation 
notes recorded in a journal, lesson evaluation forms and  a focus group discussion. Data were collected over the 
period of five weeks starting from the project preliminary stage through the final stage of implementation. 
At the first stage, after ethics approval from the Dean of the Faculty of the Humanities, scientific advisors and 
students’ consent to participate, the students were requested to complete the questionnaire to find out their attitude 
towards feedback on written assignments. On the questionnaire, they were asked about usefulness of grades, 
assessment structure and focus, preferences in receiving feedback from teachers, peers or both.  
During the intervention stage, peer-assessment forms and written assignments were checked to see if the process 
of revising and self-editing took place. Students had to make entries into self-editing logs and write what they did 
about improving their writing. I also observed students’ behavior at the lessons and recorded observation results in 
my journal.  Also, at the end of each lesson, students completed evaluation forms that collected information about 
their reactions to the activities. 
After the intervention, students participated in a focus group discussion that elicited their perceptions of the 
formative assessment system they had worked with. They were asked the following questions: ‘How useful was the 
assessment system we practiced at our lessons last four weeks? What are the advantages and disadvantages of that 
system? Do you think you have become more confident in self-editing your essays? Would you like to continue with 
such assessment?” 
2.5. Data analysis 
First, I tallied and analyzed the attitude questionnaire data; responses were provided on a closed scaled with three 
possible responses ranged from “definitely agree” to “definitely disagree” and “don’t know”. 
The focus of my observation was on students’ peer-assessment and essay self-editing. I observed my students 
over a four-week intervention period. The results of observation were coded and categorized into psychological 
(student-student interaction, choice of peers, etc.) and learning (progress in self-study, peer-evaluation, etc.) ones.  
The analysis of lesson evaluation forms consisted of coding and categorizing three open-ended questions about 
students’ attitudes towards activities done at the lessons into positive, neutral and negative. 
The results of the focus group discussion after the intervention stage were received through audio-recording of the 
event and transcribed for further analysis. 
3. Discussion of Results 
As a teacher of graduate students doing EAP course integrating modules on academic writing, I wanted to 
determine if changing traditional graded assessment into diversified formative assessment system might improve my 
students’ writing skills. On the one hand, the interest was aroused by multiple reports on beneficial application of 
formative assessment to teaching writing; on the other hand, I read O’Brien’s (2004) review of publications on 
teaching writing where she infers that there is no unanimously shared opinion about who should give feedback. 
Some students prefer teachers’ feedback, some see positive sides in peer-assessment. The author concludes that 
‘good student feedback techniques depend on the teacher’s own understanding and skill in the process’ (O’Brien, 
2004, p.12).   
In my situation, the results of the attitude questionnaire analysis (see Table 1) show that students understand 
feedback importance and prefer it to be structured. As for the graded assessment without detailed focus on different 
aspects of writing, the opinions are almost equally shared between ‘rather agree’ and ‘rather disagree’ options.  At 
the same time 85% of respondents agreed to some extent that self-assessment should be conducted, which shows that 
they feel responsibility for their learning.  Meanwhile, the group’s attitudes toward peer-assessment are not as 
straightforward as toward self-assessment. Based on their varied responses to peer-assessment usefulness, it seems 
there was no clear consensus on what peers should assess. 
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Table 1: Results of the attitude questionnaire tallying 
 
 
Definitely 
agree, % 
Rather 
agree, 
% 
Rather 
disagree, 
% 
Definitely 
disagree, % 
Don’t 
know, 
% 
Feedback is useful 78.5 21.5    
Feedback should be given only as a grade to a written assignment   42.9 50 7.1  
Feedback should be structured and focus on different aspects of writing: 
content, structure, organization, grammar, vocabulary, spelling 
57.1 42.9    
Feedback should be given only by the teacher 14.3 21.4 50 14.3  
Students should assess their own works 21.4 64.3 14.3   
Assessment should be given by group mates, that is peers  50 35.7 14.3  
Assessment should be given both by the teacher and by peers 28.6 64.3 7.1   
Peer assessment is very helpful 21.4 50 28.6   
Peers can assess better than the teachers 7.1 42.9 42.9 7.1  
Peers are very critical 7.1 21.4 42.9 28.6  
Peer assessment should focus on task fulfillment  28.6 50 7.1 14.3 
Peers assessment should focus on coherence and cohesion  7.1 71.5 21.4   
Peers assessment should focus on vocabulary and sentence structure 14.3 35.7 35.7 7.1 7.1 
Peer assessment should be structured 28.6 57.1 14.3   
Peers should give grades 7.1 42.9 28.6 21.4  
 
The questionnaire results analysis helped me further define my research space (Swales & Feak, 2012): I decided 
to focus my study on the effects of combining different forms of formative assessment.    According to the method 
designed for the intervention stage, we started with studying samples of strong and weak essays evaluation and tried 
out peer-assessment technique for writing introductory paragraph. In my journal, I entered that based on body 
language and level of engagement students seemed to be enthusiastic about paragraph peer-assessment, which turned 
out to be true judging by the evaluation they gave on that lesson.  
However, the situation changed when it came to whole essay peer-evaluating in accordance with special forms. 
Some students kept asking for my help to clarify some items in the form, others felt difficulty in scoring peers’ 
essays. Students’ need for clarification is in line with Qu and Yang’s (2010) research, that point out that peer-
evaluation becomes efficient only when it follows certain evaluation principles, which should be reasonable and 
understandable by learners.  The students found peer-assessment very challenging and even slightly stressful, but in 
lesson evaluation sheets, nobody said it was not useful.  
As far as my goal was to improve my students’ essay writing skills, I was particularly interested in observing 
students’ self-editing work stimulated by peer-assessment because, according to Hyland and Hyland (2006), 
effective peer response is crucial in helping novice writers to understand how their work is understood by others. It 
promotes language acquisition by making input available and provides learners with opportunities to revise and write 
in response to peer feedback (Hyland & Hyland, 2006, p.84).  
Self-editing proved to be challenging as well. Students asked me even more questions about ways to improve 
their draft essays. I instructed them in text editing and recommended that they start self-editing logs with reference to 
the list of resources they were given at the academic writing course beginning. Most of the students did start self-
editing logs, though two students refused, saying that they would cope with self-editing without any log. After 
introducing self-editing logs students edited their draft essays more independently, which corresponds to Williams 
and Burden’s (2007) idea about importance to develop in students the ability to self-study and self-evaluate through 
setting such tasks that help to produce autonomous learners (p.72-77).  My students unanimously evaluated self-
editing activity to be as useful and challenging as peer-assessment.      
The final stage in the assessment system process was the teacher’s assessment of final essays, which showed that 
my students’ writing did improve through critical peer- and self-assessment. In comparison with the essays written 
before intervention their texts were more clearly organized and accurate, though there were some grammar, 
vocabulary and stylistic mistakes.  
The lesson evaluation results (see Figure 2) show that almost all students felt positive about the intervention stage 
activities, though there were some negative feelings explained by emotional response to peer-evaluation by one of 
the students, which correlates with answers to the second question about attitude towards the activities. As for the 
intervention activities usefulness, there were some answers like ‘I’m not sure’ or ‘Rather yes’, which I coded as 
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neutral, but most of the students were unanimous in evaluating the activities as useful and very useful. There were no 
negative responses to the third question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Lessons’ evaluation results. 
The findings from the focus group discussion made it clear that students find the assessment system useful, 
though practically all mentioned that it needs more time to get used to working with it. According to the students, 
this system’s main advantage is collaborative learning, which improved relationship in the group. Among its 
disadvantages, students mentioned psychological constraints in giving scores, for example, ‘I don’t want to give low 
score because M. might get offended’ or ‘I think, I can’t be very critical to my peers because I don’t feel that I’m 
good at essay writing myself’, which is in line with Hyland and Hyland’s (2006) findings, who say that some 
students have problems in providing quality feedback and are reluctant to trust their peers. All students confirmed 
that they felt more confident when writing, because peer assessment according to the special form helped them better 
understand not only how to evaluate peers’ essays but also how to write their own essays. As for the last question 
about further work with that system, eight students out of nine, participating in a focus group discussion agreed to 
continue, though added that it should be prolonged in time to become more efficient. 
4. Conclusion 
The insights that emerged from this research deepened my understanding of providing feedback on students 
written assignments. Formative assessment systems combine teacher, peer and self-assessment diversifies feedback, 
which allows students to look at their work from different perspectives. They become more responsible through 
giving peer-feedback and more organized through revision and self-editing.  
Feelings about lessons' activities
positive
negative
neutral
Activities' usefulness
positive
negative
neutral
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In this study, the assessment system required students to redraft their essays twice before giving to the teacher for 
grading, first while writing paragraphs, then in response to peer-assessment of the whole draft essay. Such reiteration 
made students revise and self-edit their written assignments, which, in my view, proved to be beneficial to their 
development as EAP writers.  
However, there are some issues that must be taken into account while using this system in practice. First, 
introduction of peer-assessment needs more extensive preliminary work with sample texts of strong and weak essays 
to analyze and evaluate. This might help students be more confident in peer-assessing and self-editing. Second, 
group interpersonal relationships should be considered when choosing partners to give peer-feedback. Students work 
more willingly when they have positive attitude to each other. Third, the teacher must provide students with a range 
of resources which students might consult while peer-evaluating, revising or self-editing. Such resources are both 
printed and on-line dictionaries, grammar reference books, writing manuals, etc..  Also, students need teacher’s help 
in dealing with self-editing logs. The teacher should explain the purpose of dealing with a log and show how to work 
with it. Fourth, this type of assessment project should be carried out over a longer period of time in order to see if 
students have really developed writing skills and gained more control over their study. To identify this development, 
new data collection techniques such as semi-structured interviews about usefulness of self-edited logs, 
questionnaires about efficiency of peer-evaluation in comparison with teacher evaluation, etc. should be applied. 
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